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An Environmental Protection Agency
emergency-response team on Monday
will begin rﬁpalrs on (ailings ponds at the
abandoned Rico Argentine Mine fo pre-
vent heavr-melal sludge from flowing in-
lo the Dolores River near the town of Ri-
co, the U.S. Department of Justice said
Friday.

The old mine’s complex system of tun-
nels drains into 11 settling ponds de-
signed to trap heavy metals such as cad-
mum, lead, zinc, arsenic, silver and
cogaqr. The ponds, visible from Colarado
145 just north of Rico, began brimmin
with melting snow in mid-April, It caught
Ricoans’ attention.

The banks of two ponds are badly erod-
ed and could be breached by a heavy
spring runofF if repairs aren’t done, Town
Manager Eric Heil said Friday. The
ponds have not seen maintenance or any
chemical treatment since 1996, and a dis-
pute over ownership of the property and
the responsibility for the discharge per-

mit has further muddied the waters, town
officials said.

However, the EPA received a federal
warrani this week allowing it to take im-
mediate action under the Comprehensive
Environment Response, Compensation
and Liability Act.

“We’re real happy to see the EPA and
Department of Justice taking action in
time for spring runofY,” Heil said.

The St. Louis Tunnel is the main tunnel
draining inlo the ponds near the Dolores
River, but the mine’s Blaine Tunnel, sup-
Eosedly sealed during reclamation, has

een leaking waste into Silver Creek. Al-
though the creek. supplies the lown’s wa-
ter, the diversion point is upstream from
the contaminated discharge, Heil said.
However, townspeople are still con-
cemed that Silver Creek, a tributary of
the Dolores, has a mile-long stretch de-
void of aquatic life.

In July 1999, the U.S. govemment sued,
the now-defunct Rico Development Corﬁ.,
for violating the Clean Water Act. The
suit alleges that mineral levels dis-

charged by the St. Louis Tunnel exceed
those allowed by permit, which expired
Jan. 31, 1999. The required new permit
was not obtained.

However, Rico Development Corp.’s
wncmals,-mcludm former President

ayne Webster of Athens, Texas, deny
tesponsibility, saying they sold mining
claims and other roq_erly to Rico Prop-
ertiecs LLC in 1994. The federal govem-
ment argues in its lawsuit that the sale
did not transfer ownership of the St. Lou-
is Tunnel and the waste-treatment sys-
tem to Rico Properties.

Rico was largely owned by the Rico
Argentine Miming Co. for roughly 66

ears — a true company lown, Heil said. [

e mine supplied base and precious
metals crucial to the United States esEe-
cially during two World Wars and the Ko-
rean War.

The mine properties have had a series
of owners and sorting out everyone who
should pay to clean 1t up won't be easy,
Heil sad.

EPA to help fix-mine ponds

Rico residents fear heavy-metal sludge will drain

into river

Repairs on the way

The Argentine Mine near Rico is
leaking effluent containing heavy
metals such as cadmium, lead and
arsenic into the Dolores River. The
Environmental Profection Agency will
make repairs to stabilize seftling
ponds. )




